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MINI ABSTRACT
Ted N. Ingram
FROM CHALLENGE TO TRIUMPH: The Voices of African American Male Students
at Mid-Atlantic University
2002/2003
Dr. Thomas Monahan
Masters of Arts in Higher Education
The purpose of this study is to determine the attitudes among African American
men concerning issues of retention at a predominately white college. This study explores
issues attendant to the problem of the low numbers of African American males in higher
education. Furthermore, this study seeks to identify factors that are successful with
keeping African American males in college.

Ted N. Ingram
FROM CHALLENGE TO TRIUMPH: The Voices of African American Male Students
at Mid-Atlantic University
2002/2003
Dr. Thomas Monahan
Masters of Arts in Higher Education
The purpose of this study is to determine the attitudes among African American
men concerning issues of retention at a predominately white college. This study explains
issues attendant to the problem of the low numbers of African American males in higher
education. Furthermore, this study seeks to identify factors that are successful with
keeping African American males in college. The methodology consisted of quantitative
(surveys) and qualitative analyses (focus group interviews) that focused on the factors
associated with the experiences of African American male college students (N=123).
From this exploratory investigation, students identified advisors and counselors, faculty
instructors, mentors, and study groups as variables that contributed to their success. In
addition, as Mid-Atlantic University is increasing its retention and graduation rates as it
relates to African American students there continues to be need for improvement.
Findings from this study provide an addition to the needed literature concerning African
American men's experiences in higher education.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Over the past decades African Americans, particularly males, have been portrayed
in the media in various ways. At least some of the attention that they have received has
been damaging to their image. As a group, African American males have received so
much negative attention that they have been labeled violent, uneducated and, in some
circumstances, an endangered species (Gibbs, 1998). Endangered refers to the fact that
black men are being killed, incarcerated and discriminated against more than any other
race or gender in America. The U.S. Census Bureau (1991) reports that AfricanAmerican males have high unemployment rates, low labor force participation rates, low
high school graduation rates, and low college enrollment rates. The Census Bureau also
reports that African American males rank first in incarceration and homicide. This reality
has turned the nation's attention to the low number of African American males who
"make it" in America.
Many research scholars and social scientists provide theories for the discouraging
plight of the African American male. Kunjufu (1986) points to the failure of
schoolteachers and their early expectations of African American boys. Gill (1991)
highlights racial disparities that contribute to the gap in the education of African
American males and males of other ethnicities. Green (1991) and Ross (1994) identify
the lack of role models for inner-city youth as a major factor in the general lack of
achievement among African American males. Finally, Hutchinson (1994) suggests that
there are plots to assassinate the image of the African American male in society.
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Regardless of the causes, too many studies address the problems associated with African
American males without providing any solutions.
Changing the Focus of Research on African American College Men
A lot of the literature written on African American males continues to support
the negative stereotypes and images portrayed in the media as well as in the larger
society. This pessimistic approach looks at African American males from a one-sided
point of view and fails to look at the individuals who do not fit the stereotype and are
succeeding in college, particularly at predominately white institutions (PWIs). Little is
known about the experiences of African American males on majority-dominant college
campuses (Davis, 1994), although there is an abundance of literature on African
American male college students who are successful at Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs). We know that African American males' experie nces in college
are different depending on which type of institution they attend. African American
males are more likely to fit in and graduate from an HBCU, while at PWIs, the
experiences of African Americans are more challenging and the retention rate is not as
encouraging. Fleming (1984) asserts that African American males exhibit a better
adjustment to college life at HBCUs than at PWIs. Their experiences are characterized
by interactions with role models, positive gains in self-confidence and interpersonal
relationships, and overall satisfaction with the educational experience. However, there
is only very limited research available that explores the experiences of African
American males at PWIs. Research scholars (Pascarella, Smart, Etherington, &
Nettles, 1987) conclude that African American males experience frustrating incidents at
PWIs which hinder their academic development and often result in failing grades,
2

diminished feelings of intellectual ability, declining social adjustment, and loss in
energy level. How can other African American males who did not have the opportunity
to go to a HBCU be as successful as African American males who attended a HBCU?
To address this question, more research is required on the experiences of African
American males enrolled in predominately white postsecondary institutions. My research
study posed four questions that explored (a) historical retention and graduation rates
among African American males at Mid-Atlantic University (a pseudonym), (b) the
attitudes of these men toward college, (c) their perceptions of services and activities
offered at the university that they believe both worked and did not work in fostering the
retention of African American males, and (a) their perceptions of what could be done to
increase African American male rates of retention and graduation. In this study, I
surveyed 123 African American males at a predominately white university in a large
northeastern state. I wanted to identify the problems faced by these men and the
strategies they used to deal with these problems in an attempt to work toward a possible
solution that the institution could implement to ensure their retention and ultimate
graduation. This study is important because it could suggest more effective strategies for
colleges to consider in their attempt to help African American men to persist and
graduate. Within this study, I provide an alternative look at the problems African
American men experience at a PWI and examine the situation from a model of success.
This research is expected to add to the existing base of studies focused on African
American males in college as it looks at the African American male college student in a
PWI as a model for success. What is unique about my research is that it provides an
opportunity for the voices of African American male students at the subject institution to
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be heard. Davis (1994) suggests that more qualitative studies are needed on African
American males in college. Mid-Atlantic University is a comprehensive university that is
looking to advance its Carnegie classification status. It would be beneficial for
administrators to hear the voices of their students as the school looks to become a
transformational institution.
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
Research on African American males in higher education is scarce. Moreover,
much of what exists is one-sided and focuses on the challenges and struggles that this
population has had to endure. It is no surprise that research literature documents that
African American males are more likely to be incarcerated than to enroll in college
(Wilson, 2000). Consequently, the participation of African American males in
postsecondary institutions is low. According to statistics reported by the U.S.
Department of Education, African American males comprised only 4% of the total
population of students enrolled in postsecondary institutions in 1999 (Chronicle of
Higher Education, 2002). The low participation rate is also driven by the high number
of African American males entering the military, the lack of availability of employment
after high school, the disproportionately high levels of incarceration among young
African American men, and the lack of familiarity with the college environment
(Roach, 2001). Cuyjet (1997) explains that the low representation of African American
males can be traced to two distinct categories of high school institutions that they
attend: (a) those that prevent African American males from ever getting to college, and
(b) those that leave them under-prepared after their arrival on campus which leads to
the other problem of attrition. Much of the research as we know it today focuses more
on the reasons why African American males do not get into or who leave college and
less about their experiences once they get there.
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As is indicated above, much is unknown about the experience of African
American males on college campuses (Davis, 1994).

We know more about African

American males who attend Historically Black Colleges Universities (HBCUs) than
those who attend predominantly white institutions (PWIs). Research scholars
(Pascarella et al., 1987) have concluded that African American males at PWIs
experience difficulty in areas of personal, social and academic development.
Furthermore, these scholars agree that PWIs in general have a negative effect on the
academic development of African American males.
More research is needed on the experience of African American males enrolled
in postsecondary institutions. Specifically, studying this population could shed light on
strategies that can be employed to help African American males succeed. Cuyjet's
(1997) edited volume, Helping African American Males Succeed i College, helps to
identify many issues faced by African American males on college campuses. Cuyjet
and several scholars cited in his book (Dawson-Threat; LaVant, Anderson & Tiggs;
Sutton & Terrell) suggest a number of strategies for the retention of African American
males in postsecondary institutions.
Dawson-Threat (as cited in Cuyjet, 1997) reports that enhancing the in-class
experiences is one strategy institutions can employ in order to improve the experiences
of African American male college students at PWIs. The relationship between faculty
and student is essential as it sets the foundation for academic success. If the African
American male is made to feel comfortable in the classroom, the result will be a
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nurturing environment for him to engage in classroom learning, share personal
experiences, and examine diversity among all ethnicities.
Mentoring has also been suggested as an important strategy. The ability for one
African American male to relate to another African American male is the reason why
mentorship has been so successful. The interaction between two African Americans is
powerful because of the ability for each of them to relate to one another with similar
experiences. Furthermore, LaVant et al. (as cited in Cuyjet, 1997) report that the
mentor is a real life model to the mentee who can clearly communicate that he can
succeed despite the fact that he is consistently faced with barriers that seem to be
designed to prevent him from graduating. Fleming (1984), Harris (1996), Woolbright
(1989), and Wright (1987) observe that students who interact and become involved in
mentoring relationships find greater satisfaction in their collegiate experiences. Cuyjet
encourages higher education institutions to hire more professionals of color to serve as
role models for African American male college students.
The ability to take on roles as leaders on campus is another strategic move for
African American college males. Many African American males utilize minority-based
organizations as a gateway for obtaining positions as officers of campus organizations
and for developing leadership skills. African American males are more prone to get
involved with an organization that has relevancy to their personal experiences or
interests. Unlike other campus-wide organizations, minority-based organizations offer
African American male college students support to express their concerns. Therefore,
Sutton and Terrell (as cited in Cuyjet, 1997) report that it is advantageous for campuses
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to promote minority student organizations as an alternative to campus-wide
organizations in developing leadership skills among those African American males
whose racial identity development is not at a level that permits them to participate
comfortably in campus-wide groups.
While this research may help to guide institutions in providing programs for
African American males predicated upon a model of success, what is missing from the
research is the voice of the African American male. Davis (1994) contends that more
qualitative studies are needed on African American males in college. Of particular
importance are studies that focus on the experience of African American males through
their eyes.
African American Males in Society
According to Harris (1995), the absence of positive feedback from the academic
environment and the media, their frequent encounters with violence, police harassment,
and incarceration all subtly cause African American males to develop a pessimistic
outlook toward the future. African American males encounter racism and discrimination
at an early age. How they deal with and interpret these experiences of racism could be
explained in their actions and behavior. According to Maslow (1954), a sense of
belonging is a fundamental human need. African American males are no exception to
Maslow's hierarchical theory, as African Americans interact and relate to each other as a
method of survival in a community that makes them feel like "outsiders".
In order to overcome feelings of isolation in a European world, African American
males develop coping mechanisms that help them to persist in society. Examples of these
coping mechanisms include speech patterns, styles of dress, walk, and attitude. Through
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the attitudes and behaviors of the "cool" pose, African American males lay their own
foundation for personal achievement and self-worth (Harris & Majors, 1995). For the
most part, many of the coping skills are contradictory to popular European culture and
help to constitute, therefore, the "unacceptable behavior" that further separates African
American males from a predominately white society.
African American males are more likely to be placed in special classes or be
classified as slow learners as a result of their "cool" images. Most teachers give up when
dealing with different students, especially those who are coming from environments
where drugs and violence are the order of the day. Majors and Billson (1992) point out
that African American males are more likely to leave school for discipline problems and
are suspended three times more often than whites in elementary school and twice as often
in high school. The problems they face within the educational system turn most African
American males away from pursuing education, and those who remain in school are
faced with being improperly labeled as educable mentally retarded. The practice of
negative tracking or wrongful categorizing of African American males is a form of
institutional racism. This discriminatory practice could lead to long-term effects in the
development of African American males. One of the effects that African American males
experience is their de-valuing education. The misplacement of these students supports
(a) the concept of African Americans are somehow inferior to other races, (b) their lack
of confidence, and (c) the negative perception about themselves and culture (Gary, 1981).
Experiences within the peer culture could be detrimental to the development of
African American males, as the thought of being educated could be looked down upon.
African American male adolescents are more likely to deny and de-value academic
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pursuits to avoid the ridicule and shame that accompany success (Harris & Majors,
1993). With this in mind, the idea of being educated could be viewed as being feminine
or trying to be European by African American males to each other. Other methods used
by African American males to withdraw from academic interests are becoming the class
clown, pursuing athletics, dealing with narcotics, or not sharing the truth about good
grades.
African Americans in Higher Education
During the early 1970's, there was no significant difference between African
American and white students in terms of the numbers enrolled in higher education.
During this period, 27% of African American high school students and 30% of white
high school students entered college. Between 1980s and 1990s, the gap began to
increase between the two ethnicities. In 1993, 33% of African Americans and 41% of
whites were enrolled in college; however attrition rates were much greater for African
Americans when compared to whites.
In conjunction with low retention rates, college enrollment was steadily dropping
for African Americans since the early 1980s. Carnoy (1995) reasoned that there was an
extreme shift in funding from the government for higher education, making it harder for
low-income people to obtain a higher education. College financial grants were reduced
from 80% in 1975-1976 to 50% in 1985-1986 (Ross, 1998). Issues like lower government
funding (grants), increased reliance on loans, and tuition increases were all factors that
adversely affected African American student enrollment in higher education.
Additionally, two other factors that deterred these men from higher education include the
competitive edge that the military offered African Americans in the form of the
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opportunities to gain high-ranking positions and the discomfort felt by African American
students at white institutions (Feagin, Vera, & Imani, 1996). Feagin et al., further found
that African Americans felt no sense of support at a predominately white institution.
The Gender Gap between African American Males and Females in Higher Education
Much of the research literature on African Americans in higher education does
not include studies about gender differences in academic and social development. It
does, however, highlight interesting statistical information about the genders. The
African American college female makes up a great deal of the enrollment statistics about
African Americans in higher education. At one point in the 1960's, the African American
male who completed high school was the dominating gender for African Americans in
regard to college enrollment. However, since that time, African American males have
fallen behind African American women in almost every assessment of progress in higher
education.
Nettles' (1997) research on African Americans reported that, between 1976 and
1994, more African American women than men entered colleges and universities. In
1994, there was a 24% difference in the number of African American females and males
in postsecondary enrollment. By 1996, that difference had increased to 26%. There was
only a 19.6% increase from 1977 to 1994 for African American males who earned a
bachelor's degree; while there was a 55.4% increase for African American women who
had obtained a baccalaureate degree.
Nettles (1997) also noted that the number of African American women who
received master's degrees at institutions of higher education was almost double the
number of African American men. The number of doctoral degrees awarded between
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1977 and 1994 decreased for men while the numbers increased for women. Specifically,
from 1977 to 1994, the number of African American males awarded doctorates decreased
from 766 to 609 while the number for African American females awarded doctorates rose
from 487 to 735 in the same time frame.
Slater (1994) analyzes the reasons why African American males were not
pursuing a higher education. Because the African American male feels he may not be
accepted into society due to his race, an education is not perceived as necessarily
valuable or desirable. The lack of African American male role models in home or school
also plays a huge role in the perception of young African American male students, as
more positively view African American athletes, musicians, or entertainers (careers that
often require little formal education).
African American Males at HBCUs
Allen (1992) states that African American students emphasize feelings of
engagement, connection, acceptance, and extensive support and encouragement at
HBCUs. The atmosphere provided at a HBCU is more conducive to the growth of the
African American male college student. As the fit between institution and student is
better at an HBCU, the result is greater satisfaction and positive progression by African
American students. African American students are able to persist and excel in HBCUs
primarily due to the resources and support that may not be available at PWIs.
A major difference between the two types of institution is the critical mass of
African American students enrolled in HBCUs. When there are greater numbers of
African American students on campus, the relationships and experiences among the
students are more favorable. Furthermore, with a greater number of African American
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students on campus, HBCU students are more comfortable about expressing themselves
among their peers. The climate on campus is set up so students can freely express
themselves and are therefore comfortable in their environment.
Another difference between the two types of institutions is the presence of role
models that the HBCU offers for African American male students. Many educators
consider the placement of formally assigned mentors on campus who are similar in race
and gender to be an immediate solution to the attrition problem of African American men
(Wilson, 2000). Again, HBCUs offer a large pool of African American mentors who are
able to be assigned to undergraduate students to enhance persistence.
African American males at HBCUs tend to do better in academic and social
development as compared to African Americans at PWIs. Fleming's (1991) research on
African American students showed that males in HBCUs exhibit the happiest adjustment
to college life that can be noted. Their experience is fulfilled with interaction with role
models, greater satisfaction with and positive outcomes from the educational experience,
and gains in assertiveness of self-expression and in dealing with others. From Fleming's
research, we know that historically black institutions promote intellectual and
interpersonal development for their students.
There is a limit on resources that are available for successful methods in order to
improve quality of life for African American male college students. What we would like
to understand is how PWIs can provide the same type of environment for their African
American male students so they can persist and graduate.
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African American at PWIs
Steward, Jackson, and Jackson (1990) assert that when African American students
on white campuses reach out to white students, it is mainly for an exchange of
information relating to academic and professional success; therefore, the interaction
between African American and white students is less socially motivated than goal
oriented. The relationship between African Americans and whites is more formal or
businesslike which limits opportunity for a friendship. The relationship suffers because
they did not start on a personal level and, as a result, the relationship is considered to be
formal, only to exchange information and move on. With this fact in mind, African
Americans are viewing the college experience as work as opposed to white students who
may view college as a combination of work and social experiences.
Because the average age of first year students is eighteen years old, only a small
percentage of African American students can handle this type of formal relationship.
Most college students look for the social component that is associated with college. But,
there are few African American students who are emotionally strong and not dependent
on the social aspect associated with school.
Those African American students who come to PWIs and are successful in
graduating are labeled "loners". Because they want to obtain their degree and get on with
life, their purpose at the PWI is to further their professional ambitions and obtain access
to the mainstream. They are usually strong-minded individuals who do not need the
emotional attachments associated with the college experience. African American students
who are dependent on an emotional attachment find it difficult to make it to graduation
(Ross, 1998). This and other similar experiences have led some African Americans to
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consider themselves to be visitors on campus instead of pieces belonging to a whole.
They are not connected to the institution, and their lack of connection could contribute to
their demise.
Fleming (1991) asserts that the profile of African American males attending
predominately white institutions could be characterized as grim. There is a small
percentage of African American males who persist and make it to graduation, and the
question is how? Despite the odds facing African American males, how did they
successfully overcome the obstacles and make it through?
Summary and Study Questions
The literature reveals some interesting and informative insights into the African
American male experience in higher education. It suggests that African American males
are abandoning in large numbers postsecondary education as a means for personal and
social growth and development and upward mobility. They tend to de-value higher
education for its lack of (a) adequate role models, (b) personal and social comfort and fit,
and (c) relevancy in their lives. Inadequate academic preparation at the elementary and
secondary levels eventually leads to negative perceptions about, and attitudes toward,
higher education. This, in turn, has led to a sharp decline in enrollments among African
American males even as their female counterparts continue to pursue undergraduate and
graduate degrees in increasingly large numbers. The success of African American males
at HBCUs notwithstanding, the picture regarding their participation in mainstream
postsecondary education, particularly at the PWIs, is not at all encouraging.
The limited research that has been done offers numerous strategies for attracting
and retaining these men in the nation's colleges and universities, including enhanced in-
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class experiences, increased mentors and role models, more professionals of color, and
additional minority student organizations. Whether these strategies work, however, is as
yet unclear. This research, while conducted by capable and experienced scholars, seems
oddly incomplete. What seems to be missing from the conversation is the voice of the
African American men themselves. What is it about the collegiate experience that seems
to work best for them? And, equally as important, what does not work? How can their
experiences be used as models of success for future African American males on
predominately white campuses? This is what this study sought to achieve.
The following research questions guided this study.
1. What are the historical rates of enrollment, retention and graduation among
African-American men at Mid-Atlantic University?
2.

What are the attitudes among African American men at Mid-Atlantic
University regarding issues that relate to retention?

3.

What is working at Mid-Atlantic University that contributes to the successful
retention and graduation of African American men? What is not working?

4.

What can Mid-Atlantic University do to make the campus community more
comfortable or conducive for African American men to increase retention and
persistence to graduation?
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CHAPTER 3
Study Methodology
The purpose of this research is to identify the problems faced and the strategies
used by African American male college students at a predominately white institution in
an effort to provide solutions that would increase their retention and persistence to
graduation. The research questions that guided my inquiry are identified immediately
above. The following paragraphs describe the study including the site, sampling
procedures, data collection strategies, and data analyses.
Site. Sample, and Subjects
Mid-Atlantic University has been serving students from its home and surrounding
states for approximately 80 years. With six academic colleges and a graduate school,
Mid-Atlantic University is a comprehensive university that today serves almost 10,000
students distributed among 31 undergraduate majors, 7 teacher certification programs, 25
master's degree programs, and a doctoral program in educational leadership. Currently
the institution is taking steps to expand from 31 buildings, 8 residence halls and 4
apartment complexes. In 2002, African Americans represented 9.3% (or 898) of the
population of undergraduate and graduate students. Of the 282 African American male
students enrolled, 123 (approximately 44%) resided on campus.
Data Collection Strategies
Using the university's resource book, I was able to compare the enrollment,
retention, and graduation statistics for different ethnicities. The information is based
upon students who are first-time full-time freshmen students at MAU. Unfortunately,
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gender data were not disaggregated among the different ethnicities but nonetheless, it
seems that African American males are fewer in number than their counterparts.
For the questionnaire administered in this study, I selected the African American
male resident population with certainty (N=123). Questionnaire surveys were distributed
throughout the campus mail system in January 2003. Of the 123 surveys that were
distributed, 63 usable responses were returned; this constituted an acceptable response
rate of51%.
The questionnaire survey consisted of Likert-scale questions that focused on the
factors associated with the experiences of African American male students. The first
series of questions focused on issues of leadership, the second series of questions
examined their extracurricular involvement, and the final series of questions addressed
their in-classroom experiences.
In order to elicit more feedback from the subjects, I augmented the quantitative
surveys with a series of three focus group interviews. These dialogues offered subjects
the freedom to expand upon any issues that were not addressed in the survey instrument.
In addition, the qualitative component allowed African American males to comment on
their attitudes toward Mid-Atlantic University, what seemed to work and not work in
fostering their own retention, as well as to offer recommendations to the institution about
ways in which obstacles that hindered their success on campus could be overcome.
When conducting the focus group interviews, I selected an audience based on
convenience sampling. I grouped together men who were living in the same residence
hall, and I grouped together individuals with whom I had regular contact on campus.
There were two group interviews of 4 men and a third group consisting of 5 men, and the
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interviews ranged from 60 to 90 minutes in length. One interview was conducted in the
lounge of the sophomore residence hall, the other interview occurred in my campus
apartment and, the final interview was held in one of the participant's campus apartment.
My goal was to select 10% of the African American male population at MAU; by doing
so I had the opportunity to interview 13 African American males and allowed them to
verbalize their experiences and perceptions. Questions asked in the group interviews
were focused on campus climate, interpersonal relationships, faculty and staff, and inclassroom experiences. The focus group interviews were tape recorded, transcribed, and
coded for themes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2000).
Data Analysis
HistoricalData
From the data I gathered from the resource book, I was able to use descriptive
analysis to examine the data. I extracted over ten years of data concerning enrollment,
retention, and graduation on African Americans at MAU. I further analyzed the data on
African American males according to variables such as race and gender of other students
attending MAU.
Quantitative Data
The 63 returned surveys were coded and entered into SPSS, a statistical data
analysis program. I entered the data and computed a series of descriptive statistics,
including frequencies and cross tabulations, to further analyze the data. The findings are
distributed throughout this research paper and are also included in the appendixes.
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QualitativeData
I used the analytic inductive approach identified by Schloss & Smith (1999) to
analyze the qualitative data. In this approach, I first identified the event I was studying. I
was interested in learning what situations were accommodating and difficult for
African American students as they attended MAU. Next, I developed a working
hypothesis to explain the outcome. For example, I hypothesized that the African
American male population at Mid-Atlantic wanted to be heard and that they were
dissatisfied with some of the treatment they were receiving from the institution. Then, I
began to test the working hypothesis as I examined the data. I repeated this process until
I was able to demonstrate sufficient data to render my hypothesis sustainable.
Limitations of the Study
It is necessary to mention the limitations associated with this research before
discussing the findings. First, the samples used in both the surveys and focus groups
were non-random. The samples were based on convenience and my familiarity with the
subjects. Second, the subjects used in the research all attend the same institution.
Therefore, there experiences are limited to one institution and the difficulties experienced
by other African American students at another college may not be indicated through the
gentlemen in this study. Third, as indicated earlier in this section, 51% of the population
responded to the survey, and no steps were taken to explore deeply the potential for nonresponse biases. All these factors mentioned are reasons for a limited generalization of
how African Americans interpret their experiences at Mid-Atlantic University.
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CHAPTER 4
Findings
The purpose of this study was to identify problems and strategies that are used by the
African American males at MAU in order for them to persist until graduation. Analysis
of the data occurred in three phases. The first phase provided for an analysis of the
enrollment, retention, and graduation data at Mid-Atlantic University for the period 19922002. The second phase provided descriptive analyses of the quantitative (survey) data.
Questions included: What factors were important? What factors have been used and
what factors have helped African American males at MAU with their academic success?
Other questions looked at campus climate, institutional services and finances. Finally,
the third phase provided for analyses of the qualitative (focus group) data and addressed
the following questions: what factors contribute to your persistence? What is working?
What is not working? The focus groups provided the opportunity to extract common
experiences and identify themes as a result.
Phase I: Enrollment. Retention, and Graduation Data on African Americans at MAU
In Table 1, African American male and female enrollment patterns at MidAtlantic University are explored over a ten year period. Two major conclusions can be
reached. First, the number of African American males enrolled at this institution has
been reasonably consistent over the past decade. Second, African American female
enrollment has always dominated over that of their male counterpart. Since 1996, with
the exception of the year 2000, the gap between female and male enrollment is
increasing.
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Table 1
Total Headcount Enrollment Among African American Male and Female Undergraduates
Year
African American
African American
Difference
Males
Females
1992
289
504
-74%
1993
293
484
-65%
1994
285
480
-68%
1995
302
481
-59%
1996
304
428
-41%
1997
297
440
-48%
1998
28
429
-51%
1999
280
441
-58%
2000
292
447
-53%
2001
293
498
-70%
2002
282
488
-73%
Total

3201

5120

-60%

Graduating from college is one of the indicators used in discover how to "make
it" in life in America. I looked at how successful African Americans, both male and
female, were in graduating from MAU. Table 2 illustrates the number of degrees
conferred upon the two groups between 1990 and 2002. The data in these two tables
show that African American males are not only entering the university in smaller
numbers, but they are also graduating in smaller numbers when compared to females.
Over the period in question, nearly twice as many females as males graduated with
bachelor's degrees.

22

Table 2: Degrees Conferred among African American Males and Females
Year
African American
African American
Difference
Male
Female
1990
30
40
-33%
1991
21
51
-143%
1992
24
61
-79%
1993
35
74
-111%
1994
33
79
-139%
1995
40
75
-88%
1996
35
75
-114%
1997
35
69
-97%
1998
37
93
-151%
1999
37
82
-122%
2000
50
80
-60%
2001
37
71
-92%
2002
51
85
-67%
Total

475

935

-97%

Undergraduates at MAU
Statistics from the 2002 Resource Book show a dramatic decline in the retention
rate among African American students over the past decade, and this phenomenon caused
me to ask the subjects for their insight on the factors that contribute to this problem. For
example, using 1999 as a base year, first-time full-time freshmen enrollment and
retention rates decreased from 100% (1st fall) to 82.6% (2nd Fall) to 76.7% (3 rd Fall).
Some of the responses stemmed from the amount of freedom and independence granted
to college students; the same freedom that allows students to rearrange their priorities and
lose sight of why they are enrolled in an institution of higher education. Some male
students make the wrong decisions by experimenting with drugs, partying, and sex and
eventually too many of these activities redirect attention that should have been placed on
academics.
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Other factors they believed contributed to the low numbers of African American
males on campus were environmental factors. A percentage of MAU's African American
males come from areas where there are substantial numbers of other African Americans
in their community. When they arrive at MAU, their first collegiate experience is that of
culture shock, not being used to being part of a small minority in a population that is
almost all white. The African Americans are familiar with their hometown and are
knowledgeable about their options for entertainment; however MAU offers limited
activities that are targeted for African Americans, so students of color are forced to look
elsewhere for entertainment. The surrounding township with its small size and small
population is wearisome. Besides the local bars, there are limitations placed on
amusement for younger adults to partake in. Jamal, a nineteen-year-old sophomore,
complains "This area is secluded; you are not going to find the same entertainment like
(Philadelphia) the major city about 20 miles away. The city (Philly) being a major city
has other big schools .. .and stuff to do, this place is a small town."
Retention and Graduation Rates
In order to address issues for the future, I had to look at the past and examine the
statistics relating to their retention and graduation. The historical rates of retention and
graduation for African American students at MAU are troubling as reported in the 2002
Resource Book. According to Table 3, it is after the completion of their junior year of
college that MAU appears to lose a great percentage of the African American students,
and as the years progress the percentage decreases. Specifically, in some cases, African
Americans retention (2nd fall) exceeds the total cohort (1998,2001). By the 3rd fall, it is
less than the cohort in most years.
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Table 3: Enrollment and Retention Rates for African American students
1st

%

2nd

%

%

4

%

5t

%

6

%

71

%

Fall

Fall

Fall

Fall

Fall

Fall

Fall

3rd

1990_

100
100

721
89

76.9
72.4

617
73

65.8
59.3

573
67

61.1
54.5

333
52

35.3
42.3

101
17

10.8
13.8

50
8

5.3
6.5

889
133

100
100

727
96

81.8
72.2

631
74

71
55.6

565
60

63.6
45.1

304
42

34.2
31.6

89
14

10
10.5

55
8

6.2
6

774
109

100
100

638
88

82.4
80.7

551
77

71.2
70.6

497
71

64.2
65.1

265
46

34.2
42.2

91
15

11.8
13.8

42
7

5.4
6.4

687
92

100
100

567
67

82.5
72.8

486
51

70.7
55.4

446
49

64.9
53.3

250
33

36.4
35.9

73
11

10.6
12

44
7

6.4
7.6

100
100

602
85

82.7
78

529
67

72.7
61.5

491
57

67.4
52.3

289
40

39.7
36.7

96
11

13.2
10.1

49
8

6.7
7.3

926
116

100
100

765
90

82.6
77.6

647
74

69.9
63.8

612
69

66.1
59.5

327
43

35.3
37.1

98
14

10.6
12.1

39
6

4.2
5.2

1135
81

100
100

953
62

84
76.5

853
56

75.2
69.1

804
53

70.8
65.4

349
26

30.7
32.1

96
8

8.5
9.9

58
2

5.1
2.5

Total
Black

1039
98

100
100

841
71

80.9
72.4

740
63

71.2
64.3

703
62

67.7
63.3

349
42

33.6
42.9

127
20

12.2
20.4

1998_
Total

1114

100

939

84.3

836

75

809

72.6

389

34.9_

Black

102

100

91

89.2

76

74.5

71

69.6

46

45.1

100
100

936
71

83.5
82.6

845
66

75.4
76.7

802
62

71.5
72.1

100
100

916
85

87.3
78.7

836
68

79.7
63

100
100

1065
104

83.4_
89.7_

Total
Black

938
123

1991_____

Total
Black
1992
Total
Black
1993

Total
Black

1994______

Total
Black

728
109
_

1995

Total
Black
1996

Total
Black
1997_

1999
Total
1121
Black
86
2000_______
Total
1049
Black
108
2001_
Total
1277
Black
116
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The history of graduation rates of African Americans at MAU is more positive
than that of African Americans and enrollment and retention. According to Table 4, from
past to present there appears to be an increase in African American students who are
graduating from school after 4 years. Thus, the majority of the 1992 freshman cohort
graduated within 7 to 8 years. With the exception of the 1996 cohort, there has been little
change among the graduating classes.
One of the goals of being enrolled in school is to graduate. The history of
graduation of African Americans at MAU shows that students are obtaining their
bachelor's degree between 5 and 6 years of being enrolled. Unfortunately, the freshman
cohort of 1996 was the best year in a long time as 31% of African Americans graduated
within 4 years and 47% graduated within 5 years. All other freshman cohorts had
significantly lower percentages of students who graduated within 4 years and higher
percentage of students who graduated after 4 or more years. Graduation rates have
increased for both the total cohort and African Americans (in the 4-6 year category);
however, African Americans still lag behind.
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Table 4: Graduation Rates for Full-Time First-Time Freshmen: Total Cohort vs. African Americans
1st
Fall

4
years

%

5
years

%

6
years

%

7
years

%

8
years

%

938
123

175
4

18.7
3.3

401
28

42.8
22.8

468
36

49.9
29.3

496
44

52.9
35.8

504
47

53.7
38.2

889
133

217
12

24.4
9

417
28

46.9
21.1

482
40

54.2
30.1

495
44

55.7
33.1

509
48

57.3
36.1

774
109

187
15

24.2
13.8

366
41

47.3
37.6

413
51

53.4
46.8

430
56

55.6
51.4

434
58

56.1
53.2

687
92

153
7

22.3
7.6

331
31

48.2
33.7

370
33

53.9
35.9

390
38

56.8
41.3

399
39

58.1
42.4

728
109

191
17

26.2
15.6

375
40

51.5
36.7

426
46

58.5
42.2

440
48

60.4
44

446
49

61.3
45

926
116

229
14

24.7
12.1

448
38

48.4
32.8

503
48

54.3
41.4

522
52

56.4
44.8

Total
1135
Black
81
1997__
Total
1039
Black
98
1998

420
25

37
30.9

668
38

58.9
46.9

717
41

63.2
50.6_

319
16

30.7
16.3

554
37

53.3
37.8

1114

409

36.7

102

21

20.6

1990
Total
Black
1991

Total
Black
1992

Total
Black
1993
Total
Black
1994
Total
Black
1995
Total
Black
1996

Total
Black

Summary
As reported in the previous tables, African American males at MAU have been
enrolling and graduating at a lower rate than other groups at MAU. The data also
reported that there are issues facing African American males as it relates to them their
being retained in school:
*

African American males continue to lag behind African American females in
both enrollment and in degrees conferred.
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*

The data on retention and graduation are disaggregated by ethnicity, but not
by gender, so the retention and graduation data are for the total African
American cohort and not just by gender.

*

The retention and graduation rates for both the total cohort (all students) and
African American students contintue to increase; however African American
students still lag behind the total cohort in both areas.

Phase II: Survey of African American Undergraduates at MAU
Demographics of the Sample: Within the sample of 63 African American male students
who responded to the survey, 60% were admitted under the EOF/MAP program, 21%
were admitted under regular admission status, 18% were athletes, and 11% were transfer
students. Eighty-two percent declared a major, and 18% were undecided. Of those who
declared a major, 28% were in the College of Business, 30% were in a department within
the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, 25% were in the College to Communication,
and 17% were in majors within the College of Education. The distribution of students
sampled in this study included 24% freshmen, 37% sophomores, 21% juniors, and 18%
seniors. Grade point averages varied as 8% reported that their cumulative grade point
average for the latest (Fall 2002) term was below 2.00, 24% was within the 2.00 - 2.49
range, 35% was within the 2.50 - 2.99 range, 25% was within the 3.00 - 3.49 range, 5%
was within the 3.50 - 4.00 range, and 3% did not report their grade point average for the
term. At the time the survey instrument was distributed throughout campus, 21%
indicated they were 18 years old, 24% were 19 years old, 27% were 20 years old, 16%
were 21 years old, 5% were 22 years old, 3% were 23 years old, 3% were 24 years old,
and 1% was 25 years old. Slightly more than half (51%) of the respondents reported that
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they were employed: 30% held campus jobs, and 21% reported other campus
employment. Of those who reported employment, 48% worked less than 10 hours per
week, 33% worked 11-20 hours per week, 15% worked 21-30 hours per week, and 5%
worked more than 30 hours per week.
Twenty-seven percent indicated they were the first persons in their immediate
family to attend college. Twenty-four percent reported they were active members in at
least one organization, 14% were active members in two organizations, 19% were active
members in three organizations, 14% were active members in four organizations, 1%
were active in five organizations and 3% were active in six organizations (see Appendix).
These data clearly suggest that, on the variables of admission status, academic
program, class status, G.P.A., age, employment status, and campus participation, the
sample was diverse. Accordingly, despite the non-random nature of the sample, the
subjects arguably could be considered fairly representative, though not in a statistical
sense, of the resident African-American population at MAU.
Quantitative (Survey) Results
I looked at a variety of on-campus programs and services that are designed to be
beneficial to college students' academic development. In this study I wanted to know
how African Americans students at MAU assessed some of the institution's programs and
services. I identified nine institutional offices and services and asked the men to rate
them based on their importance, frequency of use, and helpfulness.
Table 5 examines how important the offices/services were to the students'
academic performance. Students used the rating scale of very important, important,
marginally important and not important to express their responses. There were three
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factors that at least 80% of the population reported as being important and very important
to their success at MAU. Eighty-seven percent of the respondents reported
advisors/counselors, 81% reported faculty instructors, and 80% reported mentors as
factors that were important to their academic success. The service that was perceived as
being least important was the Basic Skills Office, as shown with a 36% rating. Later, in
the discussion of the qualitative data, there are reasons explained by the students as to
why this office was perceived to be not so important.
Table 5: Factors that are important to African American male success at MAU
Important and
Marginally Important and
Not at all Important
Very Important
Factors
Advisors/Counselors
87%
13%
81%
19%
Faculty Instructors
80%
20%
Mentors
Formal/informal
78%
23%
study group
Tutoring
74%
27%
28%
Peers
71%
31%
CAP Center
69%
64%
37%
EOF Office
Basic Skills Office
36%
64%

Students may know and believe some things are good for them; however there is a
difference between knowing and doing. Another question in this section asked subjects
to report how frequently they used campus services in their academic pursuits. Table 6
illustrates the answer to this question. Using a 4-point scale of very frequently,
frequently, rarely, and never, students rated each item.
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Table 6
The extent to which African American males USED institutional services in their
academic pursuits
Rarely and Never
Very Frequently and
Frequently

Peers
Advisors/Counselors
Faculty Instructors
Formal/informal
Study group
EOF Office
Mentors
Tutoring
CAP Center
Basic Skills Office

78%
71%
62%
57%

22%
28%
38%
43%

47%
37%
35%
30%
11%

54%
63%
65%
68%
89%

One reliable source of information used to gain academic success by students is
other students. More than three-quarters (78%) of the African American males very
frequently orfrequently used utilized their peers for academic support. Students may rely
on each other because they live on campus, and the older students can share with younger
students their experiences with some classes and professors. In addition to peers,
advisors/counselors were a highly ranked variable with 71% of the subjects reporting
very frequently orfrequently used.
Comparing Table 5 with Table 6, I noticed that there is a discrepancy in factors
that were perceived to be important by the students and what factors were actually
employed by these students to gain academic success. For example, 64% of the men
reported the EOF office was either very important or important; however, only 47%
reported that they used this office. Similarly, 78% reported that study groups were very
important or importantbut, only 57% frequently used them to foster academic success.
The gap between the relative importance and frequency of use of campus services begins
to grow when we look at other services. There is more than a 50% difference decrease
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when examining other institutional services: mentors were ranked as very important or
importantservices by 80% of the men; however, they were used by only 37%. Tutoring
was very importantor importantto 74% of the men, but only 35% reported that they
actually used this service. The CAP Center was cited as a very important or important by
69% of the men, but was used by only 30% of them. Finally, 36% indicated that the
Basic Skills office was very important or important,but only 11% used this office.
The third section of the survey looked at resources that have helped African
American male students gain academic success (Table 7). Nearly all (93%) reported
advisors/counselors was the resource that was most helpful. The second most highly
rated resource, peers, was reported by 89% of the respondents. Finally, 84% of the
respondents reported that study groups and faculty were helpful to them in gaining
academic success.
Table 7
How students believe institutional factors HELPED them to gain academic success
Very Much, Much
Not at All, Do not know,
Can't Judge, N/A
and Some
8%
Advisors/Counselors
93%
11%
Peers
89%
18%
84%
Study groups
Faculty instructors
84%
17%
67%
32%
EOF Office
31%
70%
CAP Center
35%
65%
Mentors
37%
64%
Tutoring
38%
62%
Basic Skills Office

In an overall picture of the campus, there are other institutional services and
resources that were necessary to investigate as they relate to African American male
students (Table 8). Financial matters are a major component of the educational
experience, as many students rely on financial assistance to secure their enrollment in
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school. Eighty-six percent of the respondents agreed that financial aid is a major
contributor to their education. This fact explains why 65% of the respondents reported
that they disagreed with the survey statement" I fund my own education." Whether the
money is coming from home, the institution, state or federal contribution, students
recognize the necessity of having their school expenses supported from a variety of
sources.
Table 8: Financial component

Financial aid is a major contributor to
my education
Financial aid really helps
I fund my own education

Strongly Agree
and Agree
86%

Neutral
7%

Disagree and
Strongly Disagree
8%

76%
22%

8%
13%

17%
65%

Money is a scarce resource for a lot of entities, and institutions of higher
education are no exception. One method used to retain students is the availability of
money for them as well as a cap on the rising cost of tuition.
As reported earlier, Dawson-Threat (as cited in Cuyjet, 1997) points out the
importance of classroom experiences in the success of African Americans at PWIs.
Consequently, I looked at this issue in my study (Table 9). Fifty-nine percent of the men
reported that instructors are supportive in the classroom, and 58% perceive the classroom
climate as being comfortable. Fifty-five percent responded that interaction is greater in
class when there are other students of color present. The climate in the classroom is
important as students compete to receive the best grade possible. Therefore, it is
necessary that students' needs are met and they are able to reach their full potential.
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Table 9: Classroom experience and African American males at MAU
Strongly Agree
Neutral
and Agree
Instructors are supportive
59%
35%
Classroom climate is comfortable
58%
25%
Interaction is greater in class when
55%
33%
there are other students of color

Disagree and
Strongly Agree
6%
16%
12%

How students interact with university employees is also important in facilitating
the process of helping students to become connected with the college. Relationships
between university officials and students are favorable as 71% reported that university
employees encourage students (Table 10). Thirty-three percent of the respondents
indicated that university employees really care about them. Sixty percent reported that
university officials validate them and make them feel like someone. Thus, these factors
and others institutional services led over half the respondents (54%) to feel that they
belong at Mid-Atlantic University.
Table 10: A sense of connection with the University for African American males
Agree and
Neutral
Disagree and
Strongly Agree
Strongly Agree
University employees encourages me
71%
26%
3%
University employees make me
60%
34%
6%
Feel like I am somebody
University employees really care
33%
44%
22%
about me___
I feel like I belong at MAU
54%
35%
11%

Experiences that occur outside the classroom have also been incorporated into my
study especially because these are residential students. Residential students are different
from commuters because residential students look to the university for more than
academics. Table 11 looks at organizations as well as race and gender and how these
aspects are perceived to be important to African American males' social interaction on
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campus. As reported in Table 9, the presence of other students of color, specifically
African American students, plays an important role in African American male social
interaction on campus. In Table 11, we see that 65% of the men reported that student
organizations and African American females are important factors in their collegiate
years. With a 63% reported rating, other African American males were very important or
important to have on campus. Other variables were viewed as less important. Fewer that
half of the respondents reported that the following were very importantto importantto
their social interactions on campus: non-African American males (40%), non-African
American females (37%), and sports teams (37%).
Table 11
Factors that help African American male students in their social interaction on campus
Important and
Marginally Important
Very Important
and Not at All
African American females
65 %
Organizations/ Club
65%
African American males
63%
Non-African American
40%
females
Non-African American
37%
males
Sports Team
37%
Note: may not equal 100% because "Don't know" is not included

32%
29%
33%
48%
56%
43%

Summary
*

Advisors and counselors, faculty instructors, mentors, and study groups are
the four top-rated variables to success.

*

Peers, advisors and counselors, faculty instructors, and study groups are the
four most frequently used variables to success.
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*

For other variables, there is some disconnect with students identifying
selected variables as important resource, but ones that are not frequently used
or found to be helpful.

*

Advisors and counselors, peers, study groups, and faculty instructors are four
most helpful factors for academic success.

*

Financial aid, social interactions, good classroom climate and connection to
staff are also important to success as indicated by the males in this study.

Phase III: Qualitative (Interview) Results
From the focus group interviews, I transcribed the sessions in order to ensure
accuracy of the data. From the subjects' responses, I analyzed comments and categorized
the responses under common themes.
Davis (1994) reported that only limited qualitative research has been done on the
African American male experience on college campuses. Unlike other research done on
African American male experiences in college, this study offers a unique element by
incorporating African American male voices. In total, there were 13 participants who
were selected to make up three groups of 4 -5 African American men. These participants
were selected based on convenience sampling. I taped and transcribed each focus group
interview session. Transcripts of the main data from the interviews were used for
examination (Bogdan & Biklen,2003). Throughout the focus group interviews, students
were encouraged to share their experiences on campus as they relate to reasons for going
to college, retention, financial aid, relationships, classroom experiences, and faculty
interactions.
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This section contains quotes and short excerpts of experiences shared by my
subjects. There were several themes that had emerged from the interviews that I
highlight. In effort to maintain confidentiality, I have used fictional names to
appropriately mask real life campus experiences undergone by MAU's African American
males.
Reasons for Pursuing a College Education
For those coming from high-risk home environments that are not as promising
and filled with unsuccessful people of color, some of MAU's African American men are
pursuing higher education in order to make a change. Their home environment is their
motivation for them staying in school and doing well. These college men did not want to
imitate previous family members or people they know in their hometowns who did not
attend or complete higher education. In fact, a junior student, Jean indicated that his
being a member of a first college-going generation family who immigrated to New Jersey
from Haiti is his personal encouragement. "Knowing where I came from, what I went
through to get here, my parents and knowing what I have to obtain something they didn't
have a chance to due to certain circumstances and that's what keeps me going" he
replied. Jamal, a sophomore from an urban community, in a separate interview, affirms
this notion by adding, "Where I come from is crazy and I didn't want to be like that."
Realizing where they came from in order to see where there are going is a reality check
for these African American males at MAU as they know what their lives may look like as
a result of making wrong choices.
Roommates Brian, Michael and William all recognized self-motivation as the
dominating characteristic that helps them to remain enrolled in school. While some of
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MAU's African American males rely on inner strength, other men utilize each other for
moral support. Sophomore Brian extends his answers with a case in point, "There are
always people looking out for me, not to say that I don't have self-motivation, but I have
people, like William, tapping me on my shoulder saying do this or let's go study."
Another sophomore student, Terry, validates this reasoning with his own personal
experience of how he makes use of his quality friendships. "When I got here I got to
meet some good people. People who tell me not to take this class or take this professor,
you know, just good people."

Factors that contribute to African American male's academic success
In Table 6, 89% of the students reported that they rarely or never used the Basic
Skills Office in order to gain academic success. When I asked them why this office was
ranked so low, some responded that some students are too embarrassed to seek help and
other students reported that they did not know the Basics Skills Office existed. In
addition to the Tutoring Center, the Career and Academic Placement (CAP) Center, and
peers being recognized as contributors to their academic success in college, my subjects
made reference to other variables they were fortunate to have available to them on
campus.
The males in this study highlight the presence of faculty members, especially
those of color, and the Educational Opportunity Fund/ Minority Assistance Program
(EOF/MAP) office as helpful resources. Several men from the focus group indicated the
presence of faculty and professional staff on Mid-Atlantic's campus is beneficial towards
their persistence. Jean said:
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I would like to thank the university. I think the presence of African American
faculty and staff helps me out a lot, whether I speak to them or not, just them being
able to work here to become doctors or run stuff here just because, that makes
me look at myself and say damn I can achieve that too; it's an indirect motivation.

One goal of the campus mentoring program is to retain male students of color. With this
goal in mind, the faculty members and professional staff of color are assigned as mentors
to undergraduate male students of color. Throughout the interviews, students repeatedly
made reference to how much of a role model and a resource the male professional staff of
color served.
A sophomore student, Terry, shared another experience emphasizing the
importance of faculty and student interaction. Terry retorted "I called my comp (college
composition) teacher at 10 p.m. to get some help." Terry was grateful for having his
instructor's home phone and was able to receive assistance outside the classroom,
especially during the evening hours when he does his homework. With faculty member
interaction being so important for these students, it is no surprise that 84% reported that
faculty members contributed some and very much to their academic success (Table 6).
Seniors William and Jean, both of whom are EOF/MAP students, mentioned that
they rely on the office for moral and academic support while in school. The EOF/MAP
program is designed to help underrepresented students obtain academic and educational
assistance while enrolled at MAU. By William's comment, "The secretaries and (the
director) are always giving us their pep talk that helps," it is evident that he enjoys the
program and its employees. In reference to William's comment and other students'
comments, to some degree the program serves an in loco parentis role to the students of
color as they come to experience college life and prepare for adulthood. The program and
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its constituents portray a family-like structure in that students come to the office for
moral support, advice, and assistance.
Financial Aid
Almost all the respondents agreed that financial aid has been a benefit to their
educational advancement. In fact, a common response to the question "How has
financial aid played a role in your education?" is "without it (financial aid), I would not
be here." Financial aid has helped a lot of minorities at MAU, as they rely on the aid
from the federal and state level to finance their educations. A further expansion of
financial aid is the Equal Opportunity Fund (EOF) Program.

Not only does the program

receive praise from the African American males for its financial assistance, the program
is also recognized for its strong support system. The subjects express how effective the
program is in its preparation and aiding of students in their college lives.
Unity
The old proverb "there is strength in numbers," prompted me to ask my panel,
"What brings African American men together?" With nearly 10,000 (2002 Resource
Manual) students attending Mid-Atlantic University and 898 (321 males and 577
females) African Americans, the small representation of African American (males) may
appear to be a weakness to most, but MAU African American students turn this weakness
into a strength. To further demonstrate this point, sophomore Robert metaphorically
describes the racial demographics at MAU and finds strength in his undergraduate
situation as part of the minority race. "The fact that we are minorities on a white campus
brings us together. It's like we are ink spots in a giant bowl of rice named Mid-Atlantic
University. We are happy to see each other that when we see another African American
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brother we give him a head nod." The nonverbal communication of a head nod exists
between male students of color in recognition of the common bond and struggle
experienced by all students of color as they live as minorities on a majority white
campus. Jamal, a junior at MAU, adds:
Not many of us here. You're alone all of the time. It's you against 5000 other
white people so naturally you're going to find someone to hook up with. Therefore,
the fact there are few African American students on a predominately white campus
does bring other African American students together.

A common response of more parties was echoed in all the interviews, when
asked, " How can African American males can be brought together?" Parties are an
opportunity for a lot of on and off-campus students of color to come out dressed nicely in
an effort to support organizations, socialize, and enjoy themselves with music and
dancing.
Campus Climate
Make a bigger and better effort in recruiting more minorities. Mid-Atlantic
University never made a visit to my (high) school. The school cannot get
students from one area alone. Mid-Atlantic never came to my (high) school.
It (recruitment) cannot come from one area.

The rationale behind William' s quote, who works in the Office of Admissions as
a student ambassador, suggests a need for a change in recruitment efforts by the
university. William would like to see the university recruit more students of color above
the number required for EOF/MAP quota and also enroll more students of color under
regular admission status.
Most of the difficulties experienced by African American males at MAU may be
related to the low enrollment of African American students on campus. Jean-Jacques' in-
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class experience reinforces this recommendation. "It's a messed up feeling being the
only black person in the class, and being a freshmen, too, that sucked. I felt like I was on
the spot so much I couldn't speak, I knew how I felt but I couldn't find the words to say.
Then I felt inferior and so stupid." The experience of Jean-Jacque as a freshman feeling
inferior to whites simply because he was the only African American male freshman in a
criminal law class filled with mostly white upperclassmen students is a common
inferiority shared by many students of color. Another common feeling expressed by
these men as a result of being one of few minorities in a classroom is the perceived
pressure of having to represent the entire African American community in the eyes of
white students and instructors when participating in classroom discussion.
Another difficulty faced by African Americans, as indicated by the focus groups,
is the resistance by administration towards minority-based student groups to conduct oncampus events. In an effort to reverse the problem of an unappealing campus life,
student organizations often create programs to raise funds and to increase student morale.
However, students complain about the struggle encountered by campus officials when
trying to improve their situation. Terry adds:
I am a member of the Executive Board and we have to go through a lot of red tape, while
whites get the green light. Another student adds, that's why white Greeks have their own
houses so they can do what they want, while we have to go through hoops in order to
have an event.

Social interaction is a component of the college experience that the respondents
look for as they mentioned on-campus parties as events where African American men
and women come out in large numbers. Robert also reported that minorities come out in
large numbers to various functions that occur in the Student Center.
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In a separate scenario, Jean recalled his freshman year when he and his African
American friends attended a campus comedy event. When the white comedians told
jokes, Jean and his friends were not able to identify with the comedian's humor. He
remembers taking a glance around the room and noticed how several other African
Americans were not laughing at the joke, but he did notice that those who were laughing
were other white students. He came to interpret the joke as an experience that was
apparently relevant to being white. Later that night, there was an African American
comedian whom Jean and his friends enjoyed because they were able to relate to his
jokes because they reflected the experiences faced by many people of color.
These and similar issues experienced by students of color may lead to a
frustration college experience for some. In fact, these situations were some of the reasons,
indicated by the men, that contribute to why some students chose to leave MAU.
However, not all students have the option to leave or terminate their studies instead, they
stay enroll and adjust to the temporary environment. The lack of relevancy leads students
like Jean to desire more programs of diversity that appeal to the interest and experiences
of African Americans and other students of color. Diversity in programming will satisfy
members of the African American population as they look for functions that they can
identify. Terry, as well as others, recommends activities on campus that target issues
relevant to experiences of African Americans. This primarily can be achieved with the
more minority representation on the Student Activities Board, which was recommend by
another male African American sophomore student.
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Summary

In this section, students became more vocal by offering personal experiences in
their responses.
*

Most males in this study attend college to try to increase their opportunities in
life

*

While some are self-motivated, others rely on support mechanisms, like peers,
to help them persist.

*

Support units, faculty/staff of color, and mentors are factors that contribute to
their success

*

Financial aid, other students of color, and a positive campus climate with
opportunities for social interaction also contribute to their success.
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CHAPTER 5
Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Summary of the study
This chapter presents a summary of the study as well as some concluding remarks
and recommendations. From this study, we are able to visualize some of the experiences
that MAU's African American males are facing. A purpose of this study was to identify
successful strategies used by African American students at PWIs in order for similar
individuals to employ these strategies at other institutions like MAU. Not only does this
study give the reader a snapshot of the experiences of African Americans at a PWI, but it
also offers remarks and recommendations by the subjects. Hopefully, this study provides
a step towards the direction of more researchers creating positive literature on the
experiences of African American males in college. This study produced several
outcomes for myself as well as the subjects involved in the research:
1. The opportunity for African American men to convene and discuss issues and
experiences they had undergone while in school and in life. Some experiences
were similar among the group that allowed them to know they were not alone.
2. The opportunity for African American men to receive recognition from each other
for helping one another out.
3. This study allowed me to reflect on my undergraduate experience and realize that
this generation has some similar and some different situations. My undergraduate
institution is a PWI; however, there was a greater diversity on campus and
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students were more political and vocal in their actions as compared to students at
MAU.
Summary of the Findings
From the data presented in Chapter 4, it is easy to realize the conditions and
situations experienced by MAU's African American males. As result of this research, I
can address the four research questions sated in the beginning of the study.
1.

As indicated in Table 8 and Table 9, the rates of retention and
graduation for African Americans have been improving over the years
however; overall the numbers are still low.

2.

In this study, I found that African American men at MAU consider that
faculty/staff, advisors, study groups, and mentors to be among the
strongest contributors to students in their undergraduate years.

Implications for Practice
As reported in Chapter 4, during the focus group interviews, students reported that
in the classroom they did not want their personal comments and experiences to represent
the beliefs of the entire African American community, therefore we should not allow the
voices and experiences of the MAU's African American males represent the concerns of
all African American students across the country. Moreover, to further strengthen this
study, I recommend that there should be a large-scale research conducted on a diverse
population of African American males who are enrolled at a variety of college and
universities. The experiences and challenges of an African American male at an Ivy
League institution may be different from that of an African American male at a small
liberal arts college.
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Final Conclusion
Although there are limitations involved in this study, nonetheless this study is
able to valuable for future African American males who come from not-so-promising
environments and who need assistance in a new experience of going away from home
and attending a predominately white college. If we can take the comments and
experiences of MAU's African American males, learn from them, and use them to benefit
others, then this research will fulfill one of its goals: to increase African American male
participation and retention in college. We can benefit from the males' voices in this study
to bridge the gap between African American males and whites so that we can increase the
enrollment and retention rates of African American students. Through this research and
more studies within this area we can create more role models and leaders out of
individuals in the African American communities so younger students can identify with a
positive role model.
Recommendations
As reported by MAU African American students, there is a lot of confidence
placed in peers, advisors/counselors, faculty/instructors and study groups as they are
highly ranked throughout the research study. With this in mind, it is necessary that
university administrators place the appropriate amount of training, guidance and
assistance for these people so they can better serve the students. I recommend that the
university alert these individuals of their perceived importance and create awareness of
their effect on the African American student body. I believe the people mentioned are so
highly ranked and respected due to their familiarity with the climate and culture
associated with the university. Their experience of the campus is being interpreted as
wisdom for those who are less experienced to the institution.
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With this in mind, advisors/counselors and faculty members need to become more
involved in students' lives, especially as such involvement can contribute to retention and
graduation rates. With more interaction, it is expected that retention would increase as
well as the time to degree for students' would decrease.
Furthermore, I recommend that university administrators incorporate suggestions
offered by students in this study, as they offer recommendations on improving the
conditions on campus. Daniel, a senior, suggested that the university should mandate that
all male faculty and professional staff of color participate in the mentoring program. My
experience with Daniel before the interviews led me to believe he had benefited
immensely from being mentored by university employees. His positive experience with
mentoring is leading him to pursue a master's degree in higher education, which is the
same field that his mentors are working in. In my opinion, Daniel is right for wanting
more interaction and participation between the two groups. However, there are no
incentives and there is limited recognition for this type of relationship to constantly
occur.
As a result of the frustration shared by Jamal and other students, I suggest the
university create partnerships with the local towns and businesses to market MAU
students. I also recommend that local businesses should sponsor functions that appeal to
traditional college age students, who are typically 18-21 years old. There is money
earning potential for businesses that can target services for college students, especially
students of color.
It appears that the most of the problems associated with African American males
are influenced by the fact that there is small percentage of African American students on
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campus. In order to prevent situations similar to Jean from constantly reoccurring, the
men recommend that the university make a greater effort to recruit more African
American students, as indicated by the high percentages of EOF students (60%) against
the percentage of regular admitted students (21%). The university should consider target
enrollments to bridge the gap between the two admitted groups. Specifically, the office
of admission should make greater effort to recruit and attract more African American
regular admit students. With an increase of African Americans on campus and in the
classrooms, over time the feeling of inferiority will decrease.
Additionally, I urge university officials to include students of color on committees
that involve university issues. Including the student of color on issues relating to the
university will allow student perceptions to be considered when creating programs and
concepts to foster diversity. Without the voice of students, then university officials are
developing a climate that is not a reflection of the community.
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Code
Graduate Research Survey
This is a survey being administered as part of a master's degree research project. While your participation is voluntary and you are
not required to answer any of the questions herein, your cooperation and participation are important to the success of the program and
are greatly appreciated. If you choose to participate, please understand that all responses are strictly confidential and no personally
identifiable information is being requested.

1. Admission Status: (mark all that apply)
EOF/MAP

Regular Admit

2. Major: (mark one)

3. Class/year: (as of Fall 0:2)

Athlete

_Transfer

_ Declared, please list
_Undeclared
_

Freshmen
_ Sophomore
Junior

Senior
Cumulative GPA: (as of Fall 02)
(mark one)

below 2.00
2.00 - 2.49
2.50 - 2.99
3.00 - 3.49
3.50 - 4.00

4. Age:

5. Which of the following best describes the extent to which you are employed
during the regular academic year (2001 - 20002)? (mark all that apply)
__ not employed
__ campus work-study
_ other campus employment
__ off-campus
6. If employed, how many hours do you work weekly?

_ 1 -10 hrs/wk
11-20 hrs/wk
21-30 hrs/wk
>30hrs/wk

7. Are you the first person in your immediate household to attend college?
(mark one)
yes
no
8. In what campus organizations are you an active participant, including a sports
team? ( please list)

1

9.

To what extent do you believe that each of the following is IMPORTANT
to your academic success at Rowan University? (for each item, mark only one response)
Very
Important

Important

Marginally
Important

Not
Important

Advisors/Counselors

1

2

3

4

Mentors

1

2

3

4

Faculty Instructors

1

2

3

4

CAP Center

1

2

3

4

EOF Office

1

2

3

4

Basic Skills Office

1

2

3

4

Tutoring

1

2

3

4

Peers

1

2

3

4

Formal or informal study
groups

1

2

3

4

10. To what extent have you USED the following to assist you in your academic pursuits at
Rowan University? (for each item, mark only one response)
Very
Frequently

Frequently

Rarely

Never

Advisors/Counselors

1

2

3

4

Mentors

1

2

3

4

Faculty Instructors

1

2

3

4

CAP Center

1

2

3

4

EOF Office

1

2

3

4

Basic Skills Office

1

2

3

4

Tutoring

1

2

3

4

Peers

1

2

3

4

Formal or informal study
groups

1

2

3

4

2

11. To what extent do you believe the following have HELPED YOU to gain academic success
at Rowan University? (for each item, mark only one response)
Don't Know,
Very
Much
Some
Not at
Can't Judge, or
Much
All
Does Not Apply
Advisors/Counselors

1

2

3

4

5

Mentors

1

2

3

4

5

Faculty Instructors

1

2

3

4

5

CAP Center

1

2

3

4

5

EOF Office

1

3

4

5

Basic Skills Office

1

2

3

4

5

Tutoring

1

2

3

4

5

Peers

1

2

3

4

5

Formal or informal study
groups

1

2

3

4

5

2

12. Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements. (for each
item mark only one response)
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree
Disagree
The instructors in my classes have been supported my
academic efforts.

1

2

3

4

5

The climate in the classroom is comfortable enough
for me to voice my opinion.

1

2

3

4

5

I am more likely to interact and participate in
classroom discussion where there are other
students of color in the class with me.

1

2

3

4

5

Employees of this university encourage me to
do well.

1

2

3

4

5

Employees of this university make me feel like
I am somebody.

1

2

3

4

5

Employees of this university really care about me.

1

2

3

4

5

I feel like I belong here at Rowan University.

1

2

3

4

5

3

October 10, 2002

Dear Student:
I am a graduate student in the Higher Education Program in the College of
Education at Rowan University. Currently, I am working on my thesis and would like
your support by completing the enclosed survey. My research project is a study of the
experiences of African American male students at a predominately white college.
The purpose of this study is to determine the attitudes among African American
males concerning issues of retention at a predominately white college. Furthermore this
study seeks to identify factors that are successful with keeping African American males
in college. Please take the time to carefully complete this survey. Your participation may
improve the quality of life, both socially and academically, for African American male
students at Rowan University.
Please be advised that this survey is anonymous. Please do not put your name or
any information on it that would identify you. Be assured that your confidentiality will
be respected and no information will be reported in any way that personally identifies any
respondent. The code number that you see on the survey is for follow-up purposes only.
Please return your survey completed in the interoffice mail envelope before October 31,
2002.
Again, I thank you in advance for your support and participation in influencing
the future population of African American students who will attend your university.

Sincerely,

Ted N. Ingram
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